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Lecture 1 - General Introduction 

1. Peculiarity of Buddhism 

The religion of wisdom, not of revelation. Wisdom is defined as science (vidyā) removing 

nescience (avidyā). Science here is traditionally understood as lack of knowledge of karma and 

its result, of four noble truths and of triple gem (Vasubandhu: pancaskandhaprakarana, etc.)  

In wider sense, however, it can mean the lack of knowledge of all the three spheres of the world 

and of that which is beyond them (Asanga: Abhidharmasamuccaya). 

In other words, only by understanding the whole of our experiences, the liberation from suffering 

can be realized. The whole of our experiences in Buddhism is called Dharmatā or Dharmasthiti, 

which means the reality as it real stands. In the Abhidharma teachings, this reality is understood 

through the medium of dharmas, meaning the real phenomena of our experience. The explanation 

of dharmas and dharmatā forms the base of different systems of Buddhist philosophy. Besides, 

in this course we shall also try to explain that this dichotomy between the dharma and dharmatā 

is also connected with different approaches to practice existing in various Buddhist traditions. 

“s.n. sabbam anabhijanam, sabbam aparijanam,sabbam avirajan, sabbam apajaham abhabbo 

dukkhakhayaya” 

“s.n. Rohitasutta; na gamanena lokantam vadami, na ca apatvalokassa antamdukkhassa 

antakriyam vadami” 

“s.n. Channavaggo; Nissitassa calitam anissitassa calitam natthi, calite asti passaddhi, 

passaddhiya sati nati na hoti ……… .” 

2. Buddhist teachings 

Dharma(s) are taught to be innumerable, or 84,000 to summarize and these are based on 

innumerable conditionings of beings. However, the dharma-dharmatā dichotomy exists because 

of two aspects of Buddha’s teachings: 

a) Breaking the reality of our experience, the task of vipassana samadhi penetrating the true 

nature of dharmas (dharmapravicaya).  

b) Putting the broken reality together being the task of samatha samadhi, worldly super-

mundane and super-super-mundane, in the Mahayana teachings.  

One has to break oneself correctly in order to put oneself correctly together. 

 2 kinds of vipassana: kalapa anupada 

 2 objects of vipassana: 5 aggregates etc. and feelings 

Breaking principle: Dharmas with different characteristics and functions.  

Unifying principle: Dependent origination, mind, dharmatā or tathātā, śūnyatā.  
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3. Peculiarity of the Abhidharma teachings  

(prefix “abhi” has the meaning of approaching, higher, superior)  

According to the Theravāda commentaries, the teachings of Buddha contained in the three 

baskets (Tripitaka) have three ways of instructions (desana). 

That is by injunctions by using conventional language and by true realities (ana, vohara, 

paramārtha) and three ways of teaching (śāsana): i) in accordance with transgressions; ii) in 

accordance with adopting to dharma; and iii) in accordance with dharma (yatha patti, 

yathanuloma, yathadharma). These are contained in the Vinaya-pitaka, Sutta-pitaka and 

Abhidhamma-pitaka respectively.  

It is also said that the Vinaya-pitaka emphasizes the training in addisila, Sutta-pitaka emphasizes 

the training in adhicitta and Abhidhamma-pitaka emphasizes the training in adhipanna, and these 

remove the defilements connected with acts of body ad speech (vithikamma), active mental 

defilements (pariyutthana) and tendency to defilements (anusaya) respectively.  

It is also said that without abhidharma, the teachings of the sutras cannot be understood in depth, 

and thus the three kinds of wisdom, the wisdom from hearing, contemplation and meditation 

cannot bring desired fruit of liberation.  

So the task of abhidharma is to clarify the dharmas by systematic questioning and by putting the 

material in a coherent totality (see Mahagosingasutta of the middle collection of discourses). The 

abhidharma teachings also imply practical methods of realization, which are not explained in the 

suttas but only in the commentaries and sub commentaries based on abhidharma. Thus, one can 

say, as many scholars point out, that different sects and schools of Buddhism are based on 

different abhidharmic systematization of the teachings of the suttas. They present especially 

different classification of the dharmas and the different interpretations of the core of Buddhist 

teachings being the dependent origination, four noble truths and conventional and highest reality. 

4. In this course, we will follow closely two approaches to the practice of dharma, that is of 

the living abhidharma tradition of Buddhism as preserved in the Theravāda abhidharma and 

commentaries; and that of the Dharmalaksana school of Yogācāra which is preserved in 

books, but ceased to be, to a great extent of living tradition, especially its vipaśyanā 

meditation part. Before introducing the Theravāda approach to meditation practice based on 

abhidharma, let us consider briefly, in general terms, the four interpretations of dependent 

origination as discussed in J. Takakusu’s book “The essentials of Buddhism”. 

We are not concerned here with different views of agama based sects as discussed in detail in 

such words like Kathavatthu in the Pāli, or most systematically by scholars like A. Barau in  

“Les sects bouddhistes”. Here we are only concerned with general approach common to all better 

preserved traditions of abhidharma, that is Theravāda, Sarvāstivāda, Sautrāntika.  

Four different interpretations of dependent origination present to us not only four different 

approaches to the explanation of reality by means of three kinds of wisdom, they are also four 
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different methods of practice which are to be understood not necessarily as contradictory but 

rather as complimentary. As one hears, so one contemplates, as on contemplates, so one 

determines to practice (in accordance with the Yogācārabhumisastra, both samatha and 

vipaśyanā practices are based on the attention by determination (adhimoksikimanasikara)).  

The real dharma is that which leads to nirvana, thus the dharma has only one taste, the taste of 

liberation (Nagarjuna: Prajnaparamitasastra).  

A) Basic explanation of dependent origination based on karma as presented in Abhidharma 

The abhidharma method of explaining the dependent origination is based on the momentariness 

(ksanikavada) of all the real phenomena in the world. It is based on the distinction between 

ultimate dharmas (dravya dharma) which are endowed with own characteristics, or own essences 

(atmabhava atmalaksana) and dharmas based on concepts (prajnaptidharma) without real 

characteristics. The first class cannot be further analyzed. Though appearing due to causes and 

conditions, it does not change its nature (for an appropriate time in Theravāda or in all three times 

in Sarvastivada). Thus for the abhidharmicas, the objects of usual daily experience, such as 

persons or tables etc. are just designations, while the ultimate realities are the true nature of these 

objects. By dwelling in the realm of objects of highest reality, investigating their specific and 

common characteristics, the meditator attains dispassion from the world, and thus abandons 

attachment to them by contemplating their cessation. They arise due to causes and conditions 

being karma, will formations, thirst and grasping and cease naturally in each and every moment 

(ahutva uppajanti, uppajitva pativenti). 

This is, as we shall see the method of realizing the super-mundane reality beyond arising and 

cessation, which is beyond thought and inactive, being perfectly appeased. 

B) Yogācāra explanation of dependent origination specifically as presented by the 

Dharmalaksana school of Xuan Zang Kui Ji, etc.  

This school also divides objects into real categories having their own nature (svalaksana) and 

unreal objects created by names, sentences and syllables. However, their teachings are based on 

the sutras of transcendental wisdom empathizing the such-ness or emptiness as the only reality. 

This only reality they identify with mind and so for them the consciousness only (cittamatrata) is 

of two kinds: relative and absolute. 

A meditator has to study both realities to attain realization, thus in this school, we get three levels 

of reality: That created by clinging to concepts, which have no characteristics, that created by 

conditions dependent on clinging to the preceding reality. And finally, we have the ultimate 

reality which is free from clinging to concepts, which is the characteristic of reality created by 

causes and conditions. According to Vasubandhu (trisvabhavanirdesa), the reality created by 

concepts is like an elephant created by magic, the conditioned reality is like his appearance and 

the ultimate reality is his disappearance. Thus, in this tradition, the path of the meditator 

presupposes an understanding of own and common characteristics of dharmas, knowledge of true 

reality (dharmatā) and illusionary (dharmas), knowledge of cause and effect as well as 

knowledge of the vehicle on which he travels (see Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra, Cintamaya-bhumi). 
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Thus, if one wishes to use the bodhisattva vehicle aiming at the highest non-dual realization,  

he has to study both the relative and absolute with the perspective of both being the mind, to 

attain his goal. 

Thus, the highest reality is explained in terms of shallow and deep understanding in four aspects. 

(Xuan Zang: Vijnaptimatratasiddhi))  

 First, worldly: five aggregates, etc.  

 Second, logical four truths in term of established realities 

 Third, realization with interpretation  

 Fourth, highest truth without signs of objects. 

As Kui Ji explains in (大乘法苑義林章), dharmas arose in dependent origination both real and 

imaginary are to be contemplated as empty in order to break the notion of being, while the mind 

is to be understood as non-empty with own nature (svabhava), in order to remove the notion of 

non-being. The understanding of conditional and ultimate nature of mind by differentiation is 

presented as the path of the disciples, while the path of the Bodhisattvas is presented as 

understanding both, the relative and absolute nature of the mind. When the Bodhisattva attains 

the path (the realization of such-ness) the practice based on non differentiated reality (mind) 

becomes predominant. In this tradition, the ultimate reality is like in abhidharma inactive, it is 

attained by abandoning the dwelling in the world and turning differentiating consciousness into 

wisdoms.  

C) Dependent origination based on the matrix of the tathagata or Buddha nature in all beings 

While in the Yogācāra, school of Dharmalaksana, the base of all defiled and non-defiled dharmas 

is the differentiating mind, the yogācāra based on the matrix of tathagata, it is the Buddha 

nature, which is understood as the principle of such-ness in samsara. From the perspective of 

Bodhisattva, realization in this concept, the mind and such-ness itself cannot be differentiated.  

In the yogācāra based on the concept of basic consciousness (alaya), such-ness and the mind 

cannot be identified, even though they also cannot be seen as different entities. Thus, while in the 

yogācāra tradition based on alaya, the true reality is the base for samsara, while in this tradition it 

is the very cause of it (as taught in the Lotus sutra: the formations (samskaras) of will are all 

without exception Buddha formations). Thus, alaya and Tathāgatagarbha in many Mahayana 

sutras (Lankavatara, Ghanavyuha, Shrimala, etc.) become identified. The perfect example of this 

concept is the Mahayanasraddhotpadasastra (大乘起信論), where the impermanent and the non 

impermanent are mixed together in one consciousness (alaya). Thus, it can become both 

enlightenment and non-enlightenment, non-differentiated and differentiated at the same time, 

both aspects perfume each other. The meditator’s practice is here understood as returning to the 

origination of consciousness, which in fact has no origination. It is done progressively through 

understanding by correct practice the characteristics of existence based on the four characteristics 

of all compounded phenomena that is the cessation impermanence duration and finally 

origination. It happens in one mental process and also in the course of innumerable kalpaks. 
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Only the Buddha can penetrate the characteristic of origination, the realized Bodhisattvas 

penetrate duration, the non-realized Bodhisattva and the disciples penetrate impermanence and 

finally the common man can understand cessation. The perspective of this practice is in 

accordance with Tai Xu’s understanding (see 起信論唯識釋) in accordance with the perspective 

of reality as experience, by highly realized Bodhisattvas, close to the state of penetrating the very 

origination of samsara, meaning the realization of Buddha-hood. Because of this, in this treatise 

only the mental processes leading to liberation are investigated but not the mental factors forming 

the mind. Thus, this tradition based on origination from the matrix of tathagata, the emphasis in 

practice is completely and exclusively on non-differentiating wisdom (nirvikalpajnana). It is free 

from attention (manasikara) applied thought (vitarka) and sustained thought (vicara), without 

which the practice of analytical vipassana is impossible, and thus also the notion of any reality of 

phenomena whatsoever.  

D) The dependent origination based on the totality of dharmadhatu 

This understanding of dependent origination is based on the perspective of the realized Buddha 

himself in which all dharmas are equal. As taught in the great prajnaparamitasutra, the 

dharmakaya in beings is the Buddha-nature, and without them it becomes the dharmatā itself. 

This dharmatā, as it cannot be attained, is completely equal in all aspects. Therefore it can unify 

the principle, which means the highest reality, with the phenomena, the phenomena themselves, 

and also the different understandings of the highest reality. In short, it does not hinder the 

compounded and the uncompounded, or in the understanding of Yogācāra, does not hinder the 

Retribution conscience (alaya), being the root of samsara, from interaction with consciousness as 

ultimate reality. It is the perspective of dependent origination from the standpoint of the Buddha’s 

enlightenment. The practice is to be cultivated accordingly. 

Conclusion 

These four interpretations represent four different approaches to reality which do not need to be 

separated, but should be understood in a syncretic way. From the abhidharma perspective,  

they also present different approaches to the practice of the meditation of samatha and vipassana 

and of the liberating practice of the four foundations of mindfulness. In the Mahayana concept, 

the consciousness, which is the base of all the dharmas, is not just restricted to body, but spreads 

in the whole of dharma dhatu as explained for example by Dignaga in the “Investigation of 

objects treaty” (alambanapariksa). Thus, these four interpretations of dependent originations 

should enable us to get a better insight into the unity within the different varieties of Buddhist 

philosophy and practice. 


